Thoughts on Solitude versus Loneliness
I wrote this after reading some people’s expression of loneliness, and I can relate. So here’s some longwinded thoughts on the matter.
On the one hand some say a certain amount of loneliness is good. It spurs inner reflection, contemplation and gives you moments of peace to think about who you are, what life is and where you are going. I'm very into the rational reasoning of Buddhism, and I always find it very healing. Yet, when I look up Buddhist advice for loneliness, reflections on the importance of solitude always pop up. I read them then still think… this doesn’t completely solve the problem. So then I think “What was life like for Buddhists, back when they wrote this advice”.  All religions point to the importance of alone time to grow. Yet when these religions were strongest, communities were close. Our ancestors were surrounded by bustling family, town and neighbor life. Someone always needed your help or advice in those times. Maybe they even needed to borrow your tools, or they needed your labor. Inevitably… when sharing resources and space, conflict arose and many people were looking just for some peace and privacy. That’s when I think some monk said “Jeeze louise, everyone keeps interrupting my train of thought… I’m heading out into the woods for some solitude and to think a bit. Peace out. I’ll be back in a couple of weeks”.
However, I think in today's time we have real loneliness and not just solitude. Our extended families do not live with us, our kids move away. We screen our calls, and we watch other people’s lives on T.V. I think older religions didn’t have the issue of this kind of loneliness. A Thai monk I interviewed for a class assignment said he thinks people in modern times become too rushed, and close communities are disappearing. He expressed concern over his home-country and the rapid changes that are occurring. Also, in today's age when we have bad experiences we close our heart off to the world and nobody can stop us from doing so (maybe your mom will be concerned, but as I said about that cell phone screening...). As a society I feel we've become isolated in our own private pockets and we avoid being a "burden" on others.
I watched a movie about the lost boys of Sudan. They survived some pretty depressing situations, yet they were incredibly close to each other. They formed a strong community and freely talked of their trauma and memories. (I remember when a friend confided a traumatic incident with me… and I was the first person she ever told- in the darkness and privacy of my car- guarded against any outside intrusion). Well, some of the boys came to America as men, and they had a culture shock. They were told to split up when visiting stores because they intimidated Americans when they walked together in large groups. They also said that neighbors didn't really greet them and that they noticed that Americans did not talk to each other unless they already knew each other. He said "Why can't I just walk up to someone and talk with them?" One man hit his boiling point when he saw a woman crying in public. No one stopped to speak with her, so he bent down and asked her what was wrong. They had a simple logic. If someone is sad, we need to talk with them to cheer them up. We shouldn't ignore them. If we talk to them, we can make them happy again.
It really opened my eyes and made me see that as a culture, we lack closeness. We are so private and we never want to burden others with our problems, and we are hesitant to involve ourselves in other's problems.
That's when I read something interesting in Buddhism. If you feel life lacks something. Then be what life is lacking. Kind of like the saying "Be the change you want to see in the world". I have been working on this myself. I have a tendency to withdraw from others, then I'm sad because I'm lonely. I'm fighting against my own cultural and family upbringing. Dad is a stone cold- reserved cowboy. Getting him to open up is like pulling teeth. I also find him withdrawn and closed to shows of affection (hugging him is like hugging a rattle-snake, he’ll die of embarrassment or bite you). Before I knew it I was following his stead. Locking myself up tight, being “stoic” and reserved. But I found myself depressed and unhappy.  I'm trying now to be more open and involved with others. I gave an older woman a ride home after I saw she missed a bus. I actually hesitated next to her with my window down (feeling foolish), but when I saw her face look hopeful, I said "I can give you a ride." She had a grocery bag and a little walker. We ended up chatting about the bus system while I drove her to her house, and I enjoyed my bravery and the chat.
I try to do more things like that. When I come to work, I ask others what they're up too, even at the risk of being nosy. I'm now going to school with my partner, and my two sister-in laws. They have made my life very busy. So much conflict, drama and fighting, that I usually peer-mediate and I'm always talking with them about what they think, or what they want to do. Whenever I get lonely, I remind myself that it's ok to walk up to one of them in my house and say "I feel lonely today".  Usually their response is to laugh a little, and say "Ok, wanna help me clean out my car? That's my plan for today." I do help them, and then I find myself enjoying it.
We can learn a lot from other cultures if we look closely at how they enjoy life. Small communities are close knit, always talking with each other, in each other’s business and helping. If you want love, give love, and then you can't help but receive it back. You'll also feel better when you dare yourself to be more open, even with just passing strangers. 
I know that Buddhism places value on solitude. But solitude and loneliness are different, as is assertiveness versus aggression, and fasting versus starvation. There is a distinction between these things, and that distinction is found when you go too far on one end of the spectrum. I know that some Buddhists like to disappear for months in the mountains, and just meditate. Well good for them. I often disappeared into the woods as a kid. Stared at trees, ripped open logs, ate things I shouldn’t have. I still return to the woods on vacations, to just relax in nature and ponder the mysteries of life. But Buddhism has never discredited the value of love and connection. The body needs to eat or you die. You need to piss or you die. You need to give and receive love, or you die. Even animals need love. I watched a National Geographic documentary on inmates in a solitary confinement facility. Without daily social contact for years… they developed paranoia, depression, anxiety, and aggression. The documentary compared this to rats that were caged alone. Soon the rats began to circle the edges of the cage and were fearful to venture towards the center. Evolutionarily speaking, we developed in social groups for safety and community help. When alone… our senses become sharper and we become more aware (good for short-term inner contemplation and meditation), but over time… this response is to keep us safe from harm when we are alone. That’s when paranoia, and anxiety and develop.
Long story short, if you find that life lacks compassion be compassionate. If it lacks humor, be a jokester. If you find yourself becoming lonely and disconnected, connect. The advice on solitude was written in a time when you couldn’t get a moments peace. I can relate to the problems those monks probably had living close together. Going to college with my girlfriend and her 2 sisters… yeah… try using the bathroom without someone knocking on the door. I find myself swept into the bustle of their lives and their fears and their concerns. This is a good thing. I think it’s much harder to actually practice Buddhism when you live in a crowded house, but that’s when the lessons I’ve learned from Buddhism become most important. I don’t know how many times I’ve had to tell myself “Right speech… right speech”. Even the girls are now telling each other off, “If your words don’t improve on silence, then don’t say anything” (the sisters fight like adolescents, lol). Then I have to say “Hey that’s my line!” I used to be so lonely, even in a crowd. But I’m working very hard at opening my heart even after experiencing hardships in life. I enjoy being involved in my house-mates life, listening and giving advice, encouraging. When I come to them and say “Today I feel kinda lonely”, they are more than happy to reciprocate. 
